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PATRICK BYRNE. 
THE BLIND IRISH HARPER IN BARDIC DRESS. 
(From a photograph taken by D. A. Hill and Robert Adamson, 
Edinburgh, 1843. 
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Patrick pprne, t?)e ?iltn? Harper of County Houtf). 
HE biographical data of many distinguished Irish Harpers cannot be 
unearthed save in the most 
sporadic fashion or at a cost of much research. 
In recent years it has been my experience to receive numerous letters 
from Irish exiles in all parts of the world, from India, Australia, America, 
Brazil, South Africa, etc., seeking information as to old Irish ministr?is. Among 
the harpers for whom information was much sought is Patrick Byrne, the blind 
harper of County Louth, who died in 1863. The only memoir of him so far is the 
brief notice in Mr. Bruce Armstrong's book on the Harp, published in 1905? 
a really beautiful volume printed in a limited number of copies (180) at 
two guineas. This notice was supplied by the present writer, as also a short sketch 
contributed to Tempest's Jubilee Annual, in 1909. Since then I acquired some 
interesting facts in connection with Byrne's career, and it may be of value to 
piece together what is known of this remarkable Irish Harper. 
Patrick Byrne was born not far from Dundalk in Co. Louth about the year 
1786 or 1787. He was taught by itinerant harpers and at the Belfast Harp School 
(under Anthony O'Neill) between the years 1804-1811. It is said that he was a 
nephew (or younger brother) of Christopher Byrne, harper, to whose memory a 
monument was erected in the parish church of Moorechurch, Co. Meath. This 
Christopher Byrne died in 1808, aged 33 ; and his monument is distinguished, by 
having an Irish Harp?one of Egan's small harps?sculptured on it. Of course, 
there was also a Charles Byrne (Beirne, or O Beirne), harper, of an earlier period, 
who played at Belfast in 1792. 
Between the years 1812 and 1820 Byrne acquired a great local reputation 
as a Harper, and in 1821 he was presented with a beautiful Egan Harp?the same 
as supplied to the Belfast Harp Society, but specially ornamented with shamrocks 
on the fore-pillar and on the harmonic curve, as well as on the sounding board. 
This presentation harp had 37 tuning pegs, but only 32 strings?the additional 
five in the treble being discarded as perhaps not of any use for the compositions 
played by Byrne. 
In 1825 Mr- Byrne (for, be it understood, the Harper carried on the traditions 
of the eighteenth century harpers, as Bruce Armstrong writes, and only played 
in private houses and at concerts), went across to London, and was in much request. 
So famous did he become that he remained for about 12 years in various parts of 
England as an honoured guest. 
Towards the Christmastide of the year 1836 the County Louth harper got a 
pressing invitation from the Duke of Buccleugh to pay him a visit. Accordingly 
E 
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Byrne journeyed to Scotland, and enlivened the Christmas and New Year's 
festivities at the seat of the Scottish Duke. 
From a contemporary Edinburgh newspaper of February, 1837, we learn that 
the Irish harper had received a most cordial welcome from the Duke of Buccleuch, " 
in whose halls he must have been a peculiarly appropriate object, as his appearance 
there could scarcely fail to recall the minstrel, who erst solaced the dame, who 
" ' 
In beauty's bloom 
Pined over Monmouth's early tomb.' 
" 
The Scottish journal goes on to praise the powers of Byrne, and adds :?" His 
instrument is the genuine harp of old Ireland. Strung with 37 brass wires, of course, 
without pedals, and arranged in such a way that the tenor [no doubt the writer 
means the melody] is played with the left hand and the bass with the right. The 
musician, now in middle age, has been blind from infancy, but possesses an intelligent 
mind, joined to pleasing and modest manners. He received his musical education 
in the academy established at Belfast, for keeping up the use of the harp." 
In a subsequent issue of the Edinburgh journal of February 25, 1837, we read 
as follows :? 
" 
Mr. Byrne, indeed, completely realises the vision of the ancient minstrel. 
He plays with an enthusiasm which brings Carolan and his predecessors before 
the eyes of the audience. We observed that there is also a national peculiarity 
in his style, like the accent in speech, a certain wild plaintiveness, which probably 
none not of the manner-born could imitate. We never before were sensible of the full 
effect of The Coulin, Savourneen Deelish, Kitty Tyrrell and other slow tunes of the 
same class ; nor did our hearts ever dance in the same frolicsome measure to the 
planxties and other quick airs, which form a striking contrast with the others. The 
combined effect of the music and the musician in a quiet evening party is altogether 
delightful." 
So enthusiastic were the people of Edinburgh over the performance of Byrne 
that they deluged him with invitations, and, in fact, he remained in the Scottish 
capital from 1837 to I&45- An interesting souvenir of his stay in Edinburgh by 
Mr. Bruce Armstrong?namely, the negative of a daguerrotype picture or photo 
graph, of Byrne, taken in bardic costume by Hill and Adamson, which came 
into possession of Mr. Andrew Elliott of Prince's Street, Edinburgh. This picture 
was taken about the year 1842 or 1843, and is the earliest 
" 
sun picture 
" 
of an 
Irish harper. It represents Byrne seated playing on his Egan Harp, with his left 
hand playing the treble and his right the bass. 
There is another excellent portrait of Byrne, in bardic dress, in the Illustrated 
London News of April 12th, 1845, representing him as he appeared in a Tableau 
vivant from the 
" 
Lay of the Last Minstrel," performed at the famous Waverley 
Ball at the Assembly Rooms, Edinburgh, on Tuesday evening, April ist, 1845. 
This tableau was arranged by James Ballantyne. In the report it is added that 
" 
at the conclusion of the tableau Mr. Byrne played a national melody." 
Meantime, there had been a revival of the Irish Harp in Drogheda owing to 
the zealous efforts of Father Thomas V. Burke, O.P., of that town. The Drogheda 
Harp Society was inaugurated on January 15th, 1842, and the first year's Report 
showed a class of 15 pupils, with Hugh Fraser as teacher, at a salary of ?27 a year. 
Twelve new harps, manufactured in Drogheda, had been procured at a cost of ?3 
each. Strange to relate, the best account of this Harp Society, in 1843-4 is from 
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the pen of J. G. Kohl, a German traveller, who thus writes in his Travels in Ireland, 
published in 1844 :? 
" 
The Irish Harp, too, which I had seen in the picture of Paradise on the stone 
cross of Monasterboice, I again found during my sojourn at Drogheda. It was at 
the house of a Roman Catholic priest (Father J. V. Burke, O.P.), who gave us an 
Irish 
musical-poetical soiree, which I reckon one of the most agreeable soirees I 
ever attended. . . . The harp was produced, and a blind young harper prepared 
to play some old Irish pieces. 
. . . We were perfectly satisfied with our harper, 
for he was, in fact, a finished artist ; there are, however, others still more exquisite 
and more famed in Ireland. There is, for instance, a very distinguished harper 
in the County of Londonderry, of the name of Hempson, a blind man ; and another 
still more celebrated, named Byrne, whom I often heard mentioned, is, if I mistake 
not, also blind. The latter, I was told, was generally thought superior to all others. 
. . . Although the Harpers Society of Belfast was lately dissolved, yet another 
has been founded at Drogheda, of which the clergyman whose guest I was for a 
long time, is the soul and president. His whole room was full of harps, and com 
prised many new ones which had been made by his directions. With this Society 
a Harpers' School is connected, in which are 16 pupils. It was in contemplation 
to give a concert the following week, at which seven harpers, mostly blind, were to 
play together. Unfortunately, it was not in my power to be present at this assembly 
of bards/' 
From an old file of Dublin newspapers I learn that the first public concert 
of the Drogheda Harp Society took place on Monday, February 24, 1844, at which 
the whole class of 16 harpers assisted, under the direction of Hugh Frazer. Valu 
able help was also given by Miss Flynn, Mr. Halpin, Mr. Peter Dowdall, and 
Mr. McEnteggart. However, the Society collapsed in 1845?no doubt after the 
lamented death of Father Burke, O.P., which occurred on October 24, 1844. 
As we have seen, Patrick Byrne was still in Edinburgh in 1845, but he seems 
to have returned to Ireland at the close of the year 1846 or early in 1847. He was 
then taken up by Mr. Shirley of Lough Fea, who retained him as domestic harper, 
and as such he continued for many years. He had been specially invited to play 
for Queen Victoria on her visit to Dublin in August, 1849, but he was taken seriously 
ill and was unable to appear. 
There is nothing further to chronicle of him till the winter of 1862, when he 
was taken ill with an attack of pneumonia. After his recovery he arranged for a 
concert in Dundalk, and while staying at Sibthorpe's Hotel he got a serious bronchial 
attack. One of his patrons, Lord Clermont, had him removed to the Louth Infir 
mary for special treatment, and he received every attention from his friend Doctor 
Brunker, but he gradually sank, and passed peacefully away on April 8th, 1863? 
the last of the great school of Irish Harpers. 
W. H. Grattan Flood 
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